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Abstract 
Since 2003 many hundreds of Australian police officers have served in police peace-keeping and 
capacitybuilding missions in Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste and Papua New Guinea. Working within 
bilateral or multilateral engagements, these police have encountered significant differences in legal and 
policing cultures as well as political and community environments. This paper considers how these 
experiences influence Australian police officers' thinking about policing in general, and how they view the 
legacy of their service. It explores the extent to which Australian police think they have had their own 
capabilities altered by the very processes through which they attempt to build the capacity of host police 
forces. We label this process 'reverse capacity building' and argue that there is a major benefit for 
domestic policing from such engagements. 
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International Police Missions as Reverse 
Capacity Building: Experiences of 
Australian Police Personnel1 
Vandra Harris* and Andrew Goldsmith** 
Abstract Since 2003 many hundreds of Australian police officers have served in police peace-keeping and capacity-
building missions in Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste and Papua New Guinea. Working within bilateral or multilateral 
engagements, these police have encountered significant differences in legal and policing cultures as well as political and 
community environments. This paper considers how these experiences influence Australian police officers' thinking 
about policing in general, and how they view the legacy of their service. It explores the extent to which Australian police 
think they have had their own capabilities altered by the very processes through which they attempt to build the capacity 
of host police forces. We label this process 'reverse capacity building' and argue that there is a major benefit for domestic 
policing from such engagements. 
Introduction 
Since 1964, more than 3,000 Australian police offi-
cers have been deployed on overseas missions, pri-
marily with the United Nations and also in missions 
led by the USA (Haiti 1994-95), Australia and New 
Zealand (Bougainville 1997-2000; Solomon Islands 
2000-02 and 2003-present) and one exclusively 
Australian mission (Papua New Guinea 2004). This 
paper focuses on the Australian missions to Timor-
Leste, Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea since 
2003. These missions have been overseen by the 
Australian Federal Police (AFP), and since late 2004 
by the International Deployment Group within the 
AFP. Australian police roles in these missions have 
included both in-line (executive) policing and ca-
pacity building of local police forces in order to 
strengthen the host nation. The missions operate 
under different timelines but are mainly short term, 
varying in length from a few months to several 
years. The expectation has been that Australian po-
lice, as peacekeepers, will assist in the restoration of 
law and order, and, as capacity builders, will enable 
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